Abstract A nationally representative sample of respondents estimated their fatality risks from four types of natural disasters, and indicated whether they favored governmental disaster relief. For all hazards, including auto accident risks, most respondents assessed their risks as being below average, with one-third assessing them as average. Individuals from highrisk states, or with experience with disasters, estimate risks higher, though by less than reasonable calculations require. Four-fifths of our respondents favor government relief for disaster victims, but only one-third do for victims in high-risk areas. Individuals who perceive themselves at higher risk are more supportive of government assistance.
will affect the extent to which they will undertake measures to reduce their losses. Natural disasters and other "acts of God" are not totally unanticipated and unpreventable. Those who build a beachfront home in a hurricane zone are exposed to much greater risk of hurricane damage than those who live inland.
1 Protection against terrorism risks is less subject to individual control, though maintaining an adequate life insurance policy can reduce the economic deprivation to one's survivors. Following the 9/11 terrorism attack and recent natural disasters, the government made tremendous efforts to aid and rebuild. Public perceptions of the desirability of such assistance will govern the degree of public support for post-disaster aid.
This paper reports on evidence from an original national survey that focused on the public's perception of natural disaster and terrorism risks and the degree of support for different policy interventions. How do people perceive the risks of disasters? Do these perceptions vary in a plausible manner with actual risk levels based on information gleaned from their geographic location and personal experience?
What types of government relief policies do people favor, and in what circumstances? What is the source of such preferences? Are they governed by self-interest with a concern for precedent, implying that people at higher risk would be more generous? Or does compassion play the predominant role? We use the term compassion, rather than altruism, when individuals are willing to assist others who have suffered significant losses, because the preference is more circumscribed than merely helping those who are worse off, perhaps because of weak job skills. And where people are compassionate, is there a concern for moral hazard, implying that their willingness to help would be tempered by an efficiency consideration, namely not to provide an incentive to locate in high-risk areas? Differences in the extent to which the public supports relief efforts of different kinds in New Orleans have led to months in which such efforts ground to a halt due to a lack of policy clarity on which areas of the city should be rebuilt and which should not. Rebuilding the high-risk areas is inefficient because it generates the prospect of either excess expenditures on assets that need protection, or substantial future expected losses accompanied by inevitable pressures for continued bailouts at the public's expense. Failure to rebuild these areas is a politically charged issue primarily because the poor, black segments of the New Orleans populations are concentrated in areas at greater risk, which produces lower real estate values and more affordable living.
To explore the public's views on such risks and different relief policies, we designed and administered a major national survey. Section 1 briefly summarizes the nationally representative sample used for our survey and describes the survey instrument. Our results provide a unique, detailed perspective on disaster risks. We compare natural disasters with both automobile accident risks and terrorism risks to put our results on natural disasters in perspective. Section 2 examines respondents' beliefs about different risks and the determinants of these risk beliefs. We find that most people rate themselves as being of average or below-average risk irrespective of the risk considered. There are, however, important differences in risk beliefs across respondents and types of risk. Section 3 analyzes respondents' beliefs about how government should respond to these hazards. As one might expect, we find evidence of considerable self-interest, with people living in high natural disaster risk or terrorism risk areas being more supportive of aid for the hazards to which they are exposed. However, there is also evidence of tremendous compassion, though where relevant restrained by moral hazard concerns.
